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Kaiser: Attributes and Characteristics
Henry Kaiser is a very large heavy man with a fringe of gray hair at the back of a big, bald, squarish skull. He has a heavy thick nose, a heavy thick jaw, and dark benevolent eyes behind shining rimless spectacles. He eats everything, drinks moderately, and likes to work fourteen hours a day. He loves to tinker with things, and has amazing mechanical aptitudes. Once he took five minutes' instruction in an autogyro, and then took off and flew it, though he weighs close to 260 pounds and had never been aloft alone before.
Nowadays he flies practically not at all, though his associates are crossing and recrossing the country by plane all the time. This is because his wife hates to have him fly. His only hobby now, outside work, is experimenting with speedboats on Lake Tahoe, where he has a summer home. Every summer he tries out new combinations of engines and hulls.
Kaiser has his headquarters in Oakland but he spends considerable time traveling. His offices in New York are in Rockefeller Center. The telephone is, however, unlisted, and there is no name on the door. The location of the eastern headquarters of the man who is probably the most important industrialist in the United States is, in other words, a secret; the Kaiser offices are a hideout. Perhaps allied to this strange point is the fact that until he went into automobiles Kaiser never did any direct advertising. He bought no radio time, and there were no Kaiser ads of any kind in newspapers or national magazines.
Inside the New York offices, which are luxuriously crisp and modern, Kaiser sits in a moderately large room behind an empty table. If the phone rings, he gets up, begs his visitor's pardon, and takes the call in an adjoining office. His assistants move in and out of his own room all the time. He pays attention or not as he chooses, while his courtesy to the visitor remains fixed. It is all like a madhouse with a velvet lining, a madhouse run on greased ball bearings.
If interrupted, even if he has been out of the room for several moments, he will return to pick up a sentence at the exact word where it was dropped. Almost all intelligent executives have this trait, but in Kaiser it is very pronounced. "I've always contended that you can and should be able to keep two things in mind at once/' he told me.
Most sketches of Kaiser make him seem somewhat ponderous and forbidding, and people tell me that when he loses his temper it is a sight to see; but most of the time his mood is comparatively benign. Friendship means a great deal to him, he loves people, and he is excellent company in any kind of gathering. Sometimes he startles new acquaintances by quoting Longfellow by heart and at considerable length.
He runs everything with the minimum of paper work; he practically never writes a letter, and nowadays reads very little but the newspapers*